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Introduction
Chardonnay is by far the most widely planted white grape 
variety in California, and Sonoma County is home to many 
of the state’s best Chardonnay vineyards and winemakers.  
Sonoma has amazing geographic diversity from its cool 
coastline and towering redwood trees to beautiful inland 
valleys with rolling hills and old mountain ranges.  This 
varied geography is reflected in the large number of 
wine appellations from Fort Ross-Seaview in the west to 
Sonoma Valley, Alexander Valley and Carneros in the 
east.  There are, in addition, widely recognized differences 
in terroir within these appellations, like the six distinctive 
neighborhoods of the Russian River Valley.  Several of our 
earlier reports, especially The Wines of Sonoma County, 
The Wines of Los Carneros, and The West Sonoma Coast 
explore in depth the diverse Sonoma County terroir.

The large number of growing regions within Sonoma 
County contribute to the different styles of Chardonnay 
wine bearing a Sonoma appellation.  In addition, the 
winemakers at the county’s 425 wineries have varying 
winemaking philosophies and practices that also contribute 
to different Chardonnay styles.

In this report, we explore the diversity of Chardonnay 
styles in Sonoma as a result of these two factors—terroir 
and winemaking.  We evaluate the Chardonnays (mostly 
from the 2018 vintage) from vineyards in Sonoma’s 
major Chardonnay growing regions, including the 
neighborhoods of the Russian River Valley and the sub-
regions of the West Sonoma Coast to see if there are 
obvious, systematic differences between regions.  

Given the large differences in climate and soils we 
certainly expect to find differences in Chardonnays grown 
in different appellations and growing regions.  Grapes 
grown at low elevations in foggy areas see less sunlight 
and heat than those in areas further from the coast or at 
higher elevations and are, thus, likely to differ in terms 
of hang time, acidity, skin thickness, and susceptibility to 
disease, all of which affect the grape juice that becomes 
wine. Our tastings confirm notable differences in wine 
characteristics between vineyards located near the coast, 
in the central Russian River Valley, and in warmer areas 
of Sonoma County.   We’re also struck by the distinct 

character of the region’s many outstanding vineyards, 
including those located at higher elevations. 

Of course, weather also affects fruit qualities. This report 
covers the 2018 and 2019 vintages, which were near 
ideal and bracketed by two more extreme vintages.  The 
2018 vintage, especially, saw excellent fruit set, moderate 
temperatures during the growing season, and harvest 
dates two to three weeks later than recent years and closer 
to the norm of a decade ago.  

In addition to terroir and the vintage, winemakers 
also have a large impact on the wine, and they can 
compensate for or reduce differences in climate through 
vineyard management, picking times, and winemaking 
practices, especially the timing of harvests. Hence, we 
also look at wines made in the same vineyard by different 
winemakers as well as wines made in different vineyards 
and regions by the same winemaker to attempt to 
differentiate the effects of terroir and winemaking.  As we 
expected, winemaking decisions sometimes have a larger 
impact on wines than does the vineyard.

We clearly see now that fifty years of experience 
combined with renewed emphasis on vineyard site and 
correlate technical refinements in vineyard and winery 
are yielding some of the finest Chardonnays in the world, 
comparable in quality to those of Burgundy.  Quality 
and style, however, are not equivalent, and even while 
employing similar methods, especially in vinification, 
Sonoma Chardonnays have evolved as a New World 
benchmark for Chardonnay defined by site nearly as 
strongly as Burgundy’s archetypal appellations.

In what follows, we explore the varied growing regions 
of Sonoma County and discuss Chardonnay winemaking 
today based on discussions with over a dozen of the 
County’s skilled winemakers.  An annex to the report also 
provides detailed profiles of the grower vineyards that 
producers source their fruit from.  Finally, in the tasting 
notes section of the report we give profiles of the producers 
and our evaluations of over 200 Chardonnays, most 
sourced from single vineyards.
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